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between infants/toddlers and their caregivers. Worldwide statistics show that there are
a significant number of women working in the global labour market. In Australia, recent
research also found that over 300,000 children aged 0–5 years are currently attending
long day child care, and a child can spend up to 12,500 hours in child care before
starting school (based on attendance of 50 hours per week for five years). In order to
understand the importance of developing secure relationships that build on the first
transition from home to child-care centre, semi-structured interviews were conducted to
collect views from parents and child-care staff. Results showed that most participants in
the sample were in favour of using a primary caregiver approach. Implications for the
implementation of this approach will be discussed.
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Introduction
The fostering of positive relationships between infants/toddlers and their caregivers in
child-care centres continues to be an area of current interest and concern to many profes-
sionals focussing on the education, health and overall welfare of this age group. Families
too, as the most important stakeholders, have foremost in their minds the long term interests
of their infants and toddlers. Indeed, in countries that have accreditation systems operating
for children care services, the fostering of positive relationships is in most cases the most
important criterion of service quality.
Establishing a secure attachment is one of the ways that caregivers in child-care centres
foster positive relationships with infants/toddlers. Building on Bowlby’s theory, researchers
began to enrich and refine the definitions of attachment. Harrison, for instance, stated that
attachment is ‘our unique human ability to form lasting relationships with others, and to
maintain these relationships over time and distance’ (2003, p. 1). Attachment can also be
an emotional bond established between two people in which there is an expectation of care
and protection (Goldberg, 2000). Berk further described attachment as a ‘strong, affection-
ate tie we have with special people in our lives that leads us to feel pleasure when we interact
with them and to be comforted by their nearness during times of stress’ (2006, p. 419).
Researchers have also revealed the significant impact of attachment on one’s subsequent
developmental issues, such as a child’s sense of self (Howes, 1999; van IJzendoorn, Sagi,
& Lambermon, 1992), confidence in exploration (Bell & Ainsworth, 1972; Gowrie Training
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and Resource Centre, 2001), mental health (Honig, 1984, 1993; Matas, Arend, & Sroufe,
1978), self-regulation (Braungart-Rieker, Garwood, Power, & Wang, 2001; Shore, 1997;
Sroufe, 1979), verbal fluency (Main, Kaplan, & Cassidy, 1985), personality (Honig, 2002;
Karen, 1994) and even social competence (Ainsworth & Bell, 1974; Arend, Gove, & Sroufe,
1979; Erickson, Korfmacher, & Egeland, 1992; Sroufe, 1995; Troy & Sroufe, 1987; Turner,
1991). Moreover, some researchers found that an establishment of early positive relationship
experiences could also benefit one’s future relationships with romantic partners (Crowell
& Waters, 1994; Hazan & Shaver, 1987) and even parenting styles (Benoit & Parker, 1994;
Bretherton, 1992; De Wolff & van IJzendoorn, 1997; Kretchmar & Jacobvitz, 2002; Main
& Goldwyn, 1992). Therefore, one’s early attachment experiences serve not only as
templates for a person’s holistic development, but are also the hub around which a person’s
life revolves – from an infant and toddler throughout adolescence and the years of maturity
and into old age (Bowlby, 1980/2000).
It is important, however, to realise that the aforementioned impacts originate not only
from the parents of infants/toddlers or close family member(s), but may also be influenced
by caregivers in child-care centres. This statement holds true as children are proven to be
capable of forming attachments with more than one adult (Harrison, 2003; Honig, 2002;
Howes, Rodning, Galuzzo, & Myers, 1988; Schaffer & Emerson, 1964; Sullivan, 1999). In
addition, due to the significant increase of women in the workforce as part of the global
social and economic trend (Evans & Kelley, 2004; van Krieken, 2005), it is also realistic to
suggest that child-care workers could play an important role in the hierarchy of attachment
figures of infants/toddlers.
In Australia, for example, the proportion of women aged 15 years and over, who are
employed has steadily increased over the last quarter of the century (from 40% in 1979 to
53% in 2004) (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2006). The same report also stated that
mothers were employed in 45% of families whose youngest child was aged under five years
(14% of them worked full-time and 31% of them worked part-time). This social change has
resulted in an increase in the amount of time that infants/toddlers spend in formal or infor-
mal child-care situations. Indeed, recent research reported that over 300,000 children aged
0–5 years are currently attending long day child care in Australia, and a child can spend up
to 12,500 hours in child care before starting school (based on attendance of 50 hours per
week for five years) (Taylor, 2004). These statistics denote not only an increase in the quan-
tity of child-care services, but also a rising demand for quality of these services.
In order to meet this increasing demand for child care and for quality of care, the South
Australia Department of Education and Children’s Services (DECS), for instance, has
promoted a primary caregiving system via the introduction in 2001 of a relationship-based
curriculum entitled The South Australian Curriculum, Standards and Accountability
(SACSA) Framework to all child-care centres operated by DECS. This primary caregiving
system has further been highlighted in another government publication entitled We can
make a difference: learning and developing in childcare (Department of Education and
Children’s Services, 2005). In the primary caregiving system, a carer (primary caregiver,
i.e. PCG) may be responsible for a group of three or four children, focusing on routines like
feeding, changing, napping and playing (Baker & Manfredi-Petitt, 2004).
Recent research has indicated that this system has a positive impact not only on chil-
dren, but also on parents and child-care staff (Bernhardt, 2000; Gowrie Training and
Resource Centre, 2001; Poole, 2001; Richardson, 2000; Winter, 2003, 2004). Most of these
researchers concluded their studies by stating that there is still a need to further refine the
primary caregiving system so as to better help children’s first transition from home to a
child-care centre, and to encourage more centres to adopt this primary caregiving approach.
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Based on the aforementioned research findings, the present small-scale qualitative
study now presented was devised to gain insight into parents’, current primary caregivers’
(PCG) and child-care directors’ views of attachment, home-centre transitions and the
primary caregiving system for infants/toddlers. The study sought to investigate how such a
system might be improved and more widely adopted. Specifically, this article focuses on
the implications for early childhood professionals of adopting primary caregiving practices
by seeking answers to the following research questions: 
(1) How can a caregiver foster a secure attachment with infants/toddlers?
(2) What strategies could caregivers use to better help infants/toddlers’ transition from
home to child-care centre?
(3) What are caregivers’ views of a primary caregiving system?
The Research Study
The main purpose of this small-scale qualitative study was to gain insight into parents’,
current primary caregivers’ (PCG) and child-care directors’ views on attachment, home–
centre transitions and primary caregiving system for infants/toddlers, in order to find out
how this working system might be improved and adopted more widely.
Participants
The researchers used purposive sampling (Kumar, 2005) to identify participants. A conve-
nience sample of 10 mothers, three current primary caregivers (PCG) and their child-care
centre directors in Australia participated in the present study. Participants were informed
that, as measures to maintain confidentiality, all audiotapes and written transcriptions
would be kept in a locked file throughout the study, and all audio files would be destroyed
at the conclusion of the study.
All mother participants were from Anglo-Australian backgrounds and aged from their
early 20s to late 30s, with their infants/toddlers’ mean-age of 26 months. Seven of the moth-
ers were current child-care users, and the other three considered using the service in the near
future. Except for two mothers who were unemployed, all were working on a part-time
basis.
All child-care staff participants were full-time qualified female professionals with at
least two years experience using the primary caregiving system. All centres were
community-based in the metropolitan area in South Australia conducting a program for
0–3-year-old children.
Limitations of the Study
Using purposive sampling was a limitation of the study especially given that the sample
size was small. However, the 10 mothers were from a range of socio-economic back-
grounds and for this type of qualitative study the sample was deemed to be acceptable. All
of the teachers were trained and again this was deemed necessary for the focus of the study.
The results may well have been quite different with minimally or untrained child-care staff.
Method
The researchers primarily used individual semi-structured interviews (McMurray, Pace,
& Scott, 2004) as data sources for all participants in this study. However, four mother
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participants chose to fill in soft-copy interview schedules. Each face-to-face interview
was approximately 25–45 minutes in length and notes were taken during the course of
interviews. All data were collected during January–March 2007. Interviews for mother
participants were held in one of the participants’ home during a mother’s support group
meeting. Interviews for child-care staff were held in their centres. All interviews for child-
care staff were audio-taped, transcribed and analysed by the researchers. Interview sched-
ules, transcripts and interview notes were entered into the QSR NVivo 7.0 Nudist soft-
ware program for analysis. The program was used for coding and organising the data.
These codes served as the basis for identifying themes that emerged from the data (Rubin
& Rubin, 1995). Data obtained were classified anonymously.
Apart from some demographic data for categorical purpose, all participants were asked
three open-ended questions. The first question concerned their views on ways to foster a
secure relationship with infants/toddlers. The second question related to their strategies to
better help infants/toddlers’ transition from home to child-care centre. The third question
sought their views of the primary caregiving system.
Results
In relation to research question 1–caregivers’ approaches to foster secure attachment 
with infants/toddlers
Responses from parents
Spending quality time (eight responses) was the most common approach that mother partic-
ipants used to foster their relationship with infants/toddlers. This approach was mentioned
particularly by currently working mothers and was across their different age ranges. Giving
love and affection (seven responses) was another suggestion that was particularly stated by
mothers with older children (aged one or above). Older mother participants (aged 31 or
above) proposed that the understanding of child development was also an important way
(five responses). The following examples illustrate some of their responses: 
Spending quality time playing, teaching and nurturing him. (Mother of a 14-month-old
boy) Give love, affection, support. Make time for being with the child a priority. (Mother
of a 25-month-old girl)
Creating a sense of trust in the child, being loving and affectionate. (Mother of a 43-month-
old girl)
Develop an attachment. Give time, affection, sharing. (Mother of a 29-month-old girl)
Spend quality time with the child. Establish a secure bond … provide stability and affec-
tion. Understand the development changes over time and so meet the child’s needs. (Mother
of a 24-month-old girl)
Help the baby to develop fully. Spend time with the child. (Mother of a 10-month-old girl)
Responses from child-care staff
All child-care staff participants (six responses) stated that being responsive and emotionally
available was the most important and direct approach to foster their relationship with
infants/toddlers in the centres. Primary care givers especially tended to mention the impor-
tance of maintaining a balance between their routine works and their availability to be
responsive. For example: 
just being emotionally available. (Child-care director 3)
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it is about being there for that child and sitting with that child … and work with them through
that feeling rather than wait, wait, wait, I’ve got to do something. (PCG 3)
when you’re doing something like hanging some clothes on the lines and the laundry you can
have the child there (in a backpack). They (children) usually really settle well in that, and from
there then they can, you know, move on. (PCG 1)
so what we’ll do is try to accommodate and respond to the child. (Child-care director 2)
Furthermore, most of the child-care staff participants (five responses) emphasised the
importance of building bonds with parents as an indirect approach to foster their relation-
ship with infants/toddlers in the centres. They suggested that communication with parents
through verbal, visual and written documentation were efficient tools to facilitate the
development of this bond. Examples of their response were: 
I think building relationships with the parents and that really helps building relationship
with the children … They (children) can recognise that the relationships is there and that
they feel that the parents are trusting us; then it make it a lot easier to work with the child
as well. (Child-care director 1)
it is actually building a bond with the parents having the parents to feel comfortable in come
out a sharing process and everybody sharing information. (Child-care director 2)
a few parents appreciate the centre sending a photo of the child through e-mail so that they
can see the child is doing OK. (PCG 1)
we take photos of what the children have done during the day so it’s not just ‘yes, your child
had a good day’ they also have some kind of evidence. (PCG 3)
we have also used lots of documentation too. They’ve (parents) got a day chart so you know,
again, which is successful and useful. (Child-care director 3)
In relation to research question 2–caregivers’ strategies to better help infants/toddlers’ 
transition from home to child-care centre
Responses from parents
The majority of mother participants (eight responses) stated that a gradual increase in the
amount of time their infants/toddlers were in child care was the strategy to better help their
transition from home to the centre. This strategy was mentioned by interviewees across
different age levels regardless of their children’s ages. In addition, mothers with older chil-
dren (five responses) tended to verbally explain to their infants/toddlers about their parental
and/or career needs. Mothers of younger children (aged two or below) (four responses) were
inclined to pay more visits to the centres before and/or during children’s transition periods.
The following examples illustrate some of their responses: 
Go for short periods first and stay with them. Then slowly leave them for a morning first
unattended and after a while – full days. (Mother of a 14-month-old girl)
I would explain to her why she was going to child care, and try to put it in a positive light,
focusing on the interesting things being done at the centre etc. (Mother of a 43-month-old girl)
for the first year after I returned to work while he was in the nursery and when he went into
the toddler room I continued to visit him daily each lunchtime (until he was 2.5) to breastfeed
and play with him to settle for his sleep over my lunch-hour. (Mother of a 44-month-old boy)
Talk about it. Go for some visits before leaving the child. Visit at lunch time. (Mother of a
12.5-month-old girl)
Develop the child’s security. Make the transition gradual. Visit them beforehand. (Mother
of a 10-month-old girl)
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Responses from child-care staff
Most child-care staff participants (four responses) emphasised the importance of the conti-
nuity of care from home to centres, in order to better help infants/toddlers’ first transition.
Information from parents about their parenting and cultural practices were particularly
helpful. In addition, some child-care staff (three responses) also suggested that the
availability of an attachment object for a child, such as blanket or even seeing the parents’
car, was sometimes useful as well. Examples of their response were: 
Babies and toddlers – we always try to get as many details as we can from parents like feeding
them, do they feed them on their lap or do they feed them on the high chair and do they rock
them to sleep in their arms or we learn that they rock them on there with a pillow. (PCG 1)
Some children like to be wrapped up really tight. You need to find out that information from
their parent. (Child-care director 1)
we ask (parents) if they’ve (children) got something familiar smelling, a wrap or something
like that and that usually helps as well. (PCG 2)
Those items from home are for example, a child blanket and then we will encourage the parent
to come along with them … Also, when children get older, we often get the parents to park their
vehicle right out of the window at the building so that the children can actually see ‘mummy’s
car or daddy’s car is here’ they’d just gone to work and so therefore they know they are coming
back, they are coming back to get their car they’re coming back to get me too. (Child-care
director 2)
In relation to research question 3–caregivers’ views towards primary caregivers
Responses from parents
All mother participants were in favour of the primary caregiving system. They commented
that this system could have positive impact on their children’s well being. The majority
(nine responses) stated that it helped the establishment of more secure relationships
between the child-care staff and their children. Older mothers (aged 26 or above) further
mentioned the importance of the continuation of care from home to the centre via this
system. The following examples illustrate some of their responses: 
I understand needs for different shifts but I believe it is beneficial for children to have some
predictability and to be able to create bonds with carers. Otherwise, I believe it would be
stressful to leave them with new people constantly. (Mother of a 26-month-old girl)
this (primary caregiving system) would foster child’s security. (Mother of a 29-month-old girl)
continuity of care is essential for young children in order to ensure their developmental needs
are met – if there are too many staff changes during a week, no one staff member would see
development occurring in my child, or identify any new problems etc. Without continuity of
care, I think a lot of things would be overlooked. (Mother of a 43-month-old girl)
a strong preference for this (primary caregiving system). (Mother of a 32-month-old girl)
I think this is very important so that there is some security for my son. Having a constant
caregiver who understands and know him I think will assist him to settle and enjoy his time in
care. (Mother of a 14-month-old boy)
Responses from child-care staff
All child-care staff participants (six responses) positively opted for the primary caregiv-
ing system. They agreed that this system provided positive impact on children, parents
and child-care workers – all three major participants in a child-care service. The system
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enhances not only the bonds between them, but also has some positive long-term impact
on children. For example: 
it (primary caregiving system) has worked and developing those relationships are obviously
very, very important both for parents and child and the professionals here. (Child-care
director 1)
(this system) supports them (parents) well for their children to develop trusting relationship
which then hopefully will continue into adulthood. So it’s long term. (PCG 2)
instead of having all of the staff knowing as much about the family and the children knowing
everything one person got a more in-depth knowledge about what each individual child needs.
(PCG 1)
the family is better with primary care giving as you know a bit more about what’s going on
and therefore you do form those relationships that you can feel comfortable to say how’s thing
going on or can we help you out. (Child-care director 3)
They (parents) actually feel more comfortable because rather than coming into a room and
then say ‘oh, whom can I speak to someone about this and who can I talk to;’ they have got
that primary carer they automatically go to them and say ‘look, can I have a chat’ (PCG 3)
However, child-care staff participants (three responses) also mentioned some possible
challenges during their implementations of the system. These challenges include, for
instance staffing adjustment, financial arrangement and the quality of available informa-
tion. Examples of their response were: 
some staff have been working in child care for twenty years and have said: ‘we do it like this
and we’re really happy to be so’ there can be some resistance to change. (Child-care director 2)
that becomes hard for people who are very used to doing lots of routine and article work.
(PCG 2)
in the initial beginning it will be overwhelming and very busy to get all the theory down but
once you’ve got the theory down the practical side of it just comes with the game that training
your own mind to be aware of change. (PCG 3)
sometimes it’s an over-abundance of information ... then it’s a matter of picking out the one
that’s you really want of focus on. (Child-care director 1)
It can be certainly a challenge because it gets down to budget, it gets down to staff qualifica-
tions, staff skill level, how long have you had staff around, and if you’ve got a whole staffing
team of young women … there is a whole lot of different factors that can happen. (Child-care
director 3)
Nevertheless, all child-care staff participants (six responses) confirmed that this
primary caregiving system enhanced both their professionalism and quality of their
services, as long as it came with sufficient support, training and trials. Examples of their
response were: 
the outcome are very positive but to put that into place is challenging, but if people have been
supported well and have a good underpinning knowledge of it, then I think it’s fine. (Child-
care director 1)
we take ourselves we are professionals, we are educated … we want to form relationships. We
are not just here to baby sit … we’re looking at the child and we’re looking at the family and
then we want to do the best we can for that family at that time. (Child-care director 3)
our centre now is at another level of professionalism. (Child-care director 2)
if you are actually starting it as a basis you need to do a lot of research – go to another child-
care centre to see how they set up their system, like acknowledge to another centre to see about
their bids and pieces. (PCG 2)
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reflectively looking and researching on the internet, going to seminars, any ideas as you can
get is better for you far better job had attending to the children’s needs, attending to the
requirement to do it without as much. (PCG 3)
Discussion
Firstly, the findings showed that both parents and child-care staff stated the importance of
establishing positive relationships with infants/toddlers. The rich language models which
are part of positive communication are of prime importance to infant and toddler develop-
ment as are the opportunities for touch and sustained interactions. The spending of quality
time with infants/toddlers by being emotionally available and responsive was viewed as
being the most important approach to foster a secure attachment. This finding seems to
further support Gauthier, Smeeding and Furstenberg’s (2004) recent research which indi-
cated that there is a global trend toward an increase in the amount of time that parent spend
with their children. However, these three researchers proposed a need for further research
on the dynamics of change that occur within family following the birth of a child, and on
the diverse family forms in the modern world (Gauthier et al., 2004, p. 665). In addition, a
regular validation of the content and the practical implementation of family friendly laws
and policies in the society may also be valuable; in order to meet updated parental and
social needs. Furthermore, although child-care staff participants showed their awareness of
the need for spending time with and being responsive to young children, there seems to be
a lack of research which examines how child-care staff actually put theory into practice,
considering the time and work pressures in their workplaces. Further evaluation of the
actual amount of time that child-care staff spent with infants/toddlers with ‘quality interac-
tion’ may be essential (National Childcare Accreditation Council, 2005).
Secondly, child-care staff participants in this present study mentioned the importance
of building a bond with parents as an indirect way to foster a secure attachment with infants/
toddlers in their centres. However, Hughes and MacNaughton (2000), in a small-scaled
qualitative research, revealed that child-care workers in Australia were consistently ambiv-
alent about involving parents in their programs and also the knowledge–power relationship
may further hinder the development of an effective bond between child-care staff and
parents. Although these two researchers concluded their research by providing some possi-
ble keys to loosen the knowledge–power relationship, there seems to be a need for further
assessment of the centres’ and parents’ efforts in parent/child-care staff relationships.
Thirdly, the findings showed that mothers in the sample tended to help their infants/
toddlers’ first transition from home to centres in three important ways: (1) a gradual increase
in the amount of time in child care; (2) verbal explanation to older children; and (3) extra
visits before/during the transitional period. Child-care staff was inclined to focus on the
continuation of care from home to centres and the availability of attachment objects. All
these strategies by parents and child-care staff were consistent with research about children’s
readiness for school (National Education Goals Panel, 1998), continuity and discontinuity
(Mayfield, 2003), adjustment and adaptation (Sowa & McIntire, 1994) and coping strategies
(Pollard & Filer, 1999). In addition, child-care staff participants in this research further high-
lighted the importance of cultural continuity from home to the centre. Their responses
support well Vygotsky’s (1978) view of recognising and including socio-cultural awareness
as a basis for enhancing children’s individual development. Indeed, continuation of cultural
practices from home to centres may not only help infants/toddlers feel that that they are
accepted into the centre’s culture, but may also consolidate their sense of security.
Finally, both parents and child-care staff are strongly in favour of the implementation
of a primary care-giving system. They agreed that this working system enhances not only
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infants/toddlers’ well-being and their establishment of secure attachment with adults, but
also strengthens parents’ trust in child-care workers. It also enhances the professionalism
of the early childhood field. Although there are possible challenges especially in the initial
implementation of the system, research has found that it helps in creating a ‘Curriculum of
Trust’ (Balaban, 2006) which could have long-term positive impact on young children. In
addition, this working system may also be the ‘best for everyone involved’ (Bernhardt,
2000). In the present study, one of the current primary caregivers also clearly stated: ‘I’d
say, give it (primary caregiving system) a go, it will definitely benefit you as an individual
as well as the team.’
Conclusion
Fostering positive relationships between infants, toddlers and their primary caregivers is of
prime importance to the emotional well-being of infants and toddlers. These relationships
provide a building block for future emotional well-being. The primary caregiving system
as investigated in this small-scale study provides a process and way of giving emotional
support to parents, children and caregivers and also of easing the child’s transition from
home into child care. As this research has shown, the demand for child care is increasing.
The high quality of service is a critical factor in providing for children’s needs as well as
for family satisfaction. Demand as shown is increasing and in order to meet this global chal-
lenge, it may now be the time for early childhood educators to rethink the importance of
establishing secure attachment with infants/toddler, and exploring the possibility of
implementing the primary caregiving system more widely in the field.
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